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Patterns and Decision-Making in Cooking at Home 

There is a common perception about Americans’ preferences for eating out and spending 
less time in a home kitchen. People spent 40% more time cooking at home in 1965 compared to 
1995, while they spent less money (10% of all food spending) on eating out in 1960 compared to 
47% in 1998 (Jabs & Devine, 2006). Time constraints, demanding jobs, after school activities, 
and meal preparation tasks were among contributing factors for these trends. There is, however, 
a noted change in increased home cooking compared to eating out; this trend believed to be on 
the rise since the 1980 recession (Close-Up Media, 2012). 

The art of cooking is about two million years old and believed to have a tremendous 
evolutionary effect on humankind. Humans require food to survive and need nutritious food to 
maintain healthy body and brain (Brown, 2018; Manippa, 2019). Cooking patterns change over 
time and seem to depend on the socio-economic status, age, and ethnicity (Virudachalam et al., 
2014). People may cook for themselves, partners, and/or children, have small or large families, 
or have various dietary, sustainable, or authentic food needs (Beale, 2000; Business Wire, 2005; 
NASDAQ, 2015; PR Newswire, 2013; Reynolds, 2017). 

Cooking at home may have become more important because of COVID-19 announced by 
the World Health Organization (2020a) on March 11, 2020. Currently, North America is in the 
middle of the second COVID-19 wave (Higgins-Dunn, 2020; World Health Organization, 
2020b). More people work from home and generally stay home more. Because of COVID-19, 
many businesses including restaurants, diners, and eateries shut down in North America (Attet, 
2020; Schnalzer, 2020; Soloducha, 2020), forcing more people to consider home cooking. 

The hypothesis of this study is that there is a general trend for North American people to 


cook at home more. In addition, people use common patterns in their decision-making when 
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searching for cooking recipes. The objectives of this study were to: 1) determine the public’s 
current preferences for cooking at home; and 2) identify influencing factors in a recipe selection. 
Method 

Participants 

Seventy-four people took part in the study (61 females, 9 males, 7 non- 
binary/undisclosed). Participants were (primarily) friends recruited via electronic correspondence 
outlining the purpose of the study and asking to participate. Participants represented all age 
groups: 2 were under 18 (2.7%), 17 were in 18-30 (23%), 23 were in 30-45 (31.1%), 13 were in 
45-60 (17.6%), and 19 were in over 60 (25.7%) age categories. Most participants were Caucasian 
(82.4%), with the remaining participants being Asian Americans (6.8%), African Americans 
(4.1%), Hispanic (5.4%), and others (1.4%). Sixty-seven participants were home cooks (94.4%); 
the group also included 2 professional chefs (2.8%) and 2 food industry workers (2.8%). Most 
(78.1%) cooked for other family members, while others (21.9%) cooked only for themselves. 
Materials and Procedure 

An online survey was used to collect data from November 6, 2020 until November 10, 
2020. The survey contained 13 questions (see Appendix A) and was divided in three sections: 
cooking patterns, primary, and contributing decision-making factors. The first section, cooking 
patterns, and example question from this section was “How much do you like cooking?”, “Does 
the specific cooking time influence your decision to try a new recipe”, and “How important are a 
recipe’s pictures to you?” “Is it important that the recipe includes a story about the dish?” These 
questions were answered via a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from “not at all” to “very much.” It 
also included question “How many days per week do you cook?” The second section, primary 


decision-making factors, included six multi-option and one select questions. Example questions 
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were “Which format of recipe do you use most often?”, “When selecting a recipe, which of these 
factors do you consider most important?”, “When selecting a recipe, which of these factors do 
you consider Jeast important?’’, “Do you prefer recipes written by...?”, “Would you describe 
yourself as someone who...?”, and “Who do you primary cook for? The third section, 
contributing decision-making factors, and example questions were one ‘yes or no’ question 
“Does the length of the recipe’s text matter?” and one open-ended question “Briefly describe, in 
1-2 lines, how you determine a recipe is good (before you cook it).” The survey also included 
demographic questions about age, ethnicity, and gender. 

Results 

This survey demonstrated peoples’ preferences for cooking and factors influencing their 
decisions when selecting a cooking recipe. Participants reported they cooked 1 to 7 times a week, 
with the majority (70.3%) cooking 5-7 times a week (M = 5.11, SD = 1.71). People in general 
reported to like cooking (M = 5.46, SD = 1.49). A one-sample ¢ test indicated that this mean 
value was significantly different from the neutral value of 4.0, #(73) = 8.42, p< .001. An 
independent-sample ¢ test found no tendency for males (M = 5.11, SD = 1.36) to report greater 
liking of cooking than females (M = 5.11, SD = 1.47), t(68) = -.76, p = .448. 

None of the participants selected magazine as their preferred choice for a recipe format. 
Among other recipe formats, the most favored option was family recipes (32.4%), followed by a 
professional recipe website (28.4%), blog (10.8%), cookbook (8.1%), and cooking app (5.4%). 
When selecting a recipe, the majority paid the most attention to its ingredients (48.6%) with 
other most important factors being preparation time (12.2%), and dietary needs (10.8%). 
Analysis of an open-ended question asking how people decided a recipe was good prior to 


cooking it, identified three major categories including “ingredients list” as most important 
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(64.6%), followed by “recommendations and ratings” (35.4%), and “picture of the dish” (16.9%) 
categories. People made their decisions based on the “ingredient list” to decide which one is 
“most authentic to my conception of the dish,” “work together and make sense,” “feature a 
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thoughtful use,” “suit my taste,” and look “pleasing,” and “appealing.” The least important factor 
when selecting a recipe was a dish name (36.5%), followed by calories and photograph(s) of the 
dish (18.9% each), dietary considerations (17.6%), difficulty (4.1%), and ingredients, preparation 
time, and cook time (1.4% each). Those people who decided a recipe was worth trying based on 
a recipe’s picture said a picture “usually what attracts my attention” as it “showing the results,” 
“look interesting,” and “make a big difference.” An independent-sample t test showed that those 
under 45 had greater significant mean preference (M = 4.57, SD = 1.73) for a recipe picture than 
those over 45 (M = 3.44, SD = 1.70), 1(72) = 2.82, p = .006. A paired-samples ¢ test results 
indicated home cooks’ preference for cooking time (M = 4.51, SD = 1.64) was non-significantly 
greater than for a recipe’s picture (M = 4.08, SD = 1.80), t(73) = 1.40, p = .167. 

People in general reported they found a recipe’s cooking time influenced their decision to 
try a new recipe (M = 4.51, SD = 1.64). A one-sample ¢ test indicated that this mean value was 
significantly different from the neutral value of 4.0, #(73) = 2.69, p = .009, indicating a 
significant preference for paying attention to a recipe’s cooking time. A significant weak 
negative correlation was found between liking cooking and having preferences for the cooking 
time (r = -.28, r= .017). 

A recipe’s story about the dish was not important (M = 1.96, SD = 1.38). A one-sample t 
test indicated that this mean value was significantly different from the neutral value of 4.0, 7(73) 
= -12.73, p < .001. However, opinions on a recipe’s text length split, with 56.8% participants 


found this of importance. It did not matter to almost half of the participants (48.6%) on who 
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developed a recipe, with one-fifth (20.3%) preferred a recipe was developed by family members 
or friends. The remaining participants preferred recipes developed by chefs (14.9%) or 
professional recipe developers and bloggers (8.1% each). More than a third of participants 
(35.4%) made their decisions based on the “past experience, ratings, and reliability of the 
source,” “reviews and how many stars it has,” and “comments on the post.” 

Discussion 

This study has identified peoples’ significant preference towards home cooking and such 
predisposition seem to be independent of age, gender, and race. The majority (more than 70%) 
cook more than 5 days a week. This survey confirms findings by Close-Up Media (2017) who 
reported about an expanding home cooking trend. More than a half of people are interested in 
trying new and unique recipes (PR Newswire, 2010). While 72% people cooked 4 or more days 
per week in 2016, there were more than 70% Americans who cooked 5 or more days per week in 
2017 (Close-Up Media, 2017). This survey is also in agreement with the reported general 
increase in home cooking compared to eating out believing to be on the rise since the 1980 
recession (Close-Up Media, 2012). It is unclear though whether the COVID-19 pandemic is an 
influencing factor. 

This study has demonstrated that people in general pay attention to ingredients and they 
evaluate these ingredients based on their experiences and knowledge about each individual 
ingredient to imagine the future plate’s authenticity, look, and taste. Additional influencing 
factors (to more than a third of people) include recommendations and ratings of a particular dish. 
Although, people in general reported the recipe’s story was not an important factor in a recipe 
search, about one-fifth of them preferred to see a picture. It seems like Millennials/Gen Y have a 


greater preference for a recipe picture compared to Boomers/Gen X generations and such a 
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difference was found to be statistically significant. This finding is in agreement with Manippa et 
al.’s (2019) study reporting that a dish’s looks together with eating preferences, weight concerns, 
and food’s taste, are among decision-making factors in a recipe selection. 

One of the interesting findings of this study is that people have a significant preference 
for paying attention to a recipe’s cooking time. In addition, this survey demonstrated a 
significant negative relationship for those people who like cooking also to have less preference 
for the cooking time. This finding is in agreement with the National Pork Board study (PR 
Newswire, 2010) showing people wanting to spend less time in the kitchen. 

Virudachalam et al. (2013) study found home cooking to depend on ethnicity, race, and 
socio-economic status. However, this survey did not identify significant relationships with race, 
possibly due to lower enrollment from other than Caucasian races. Though this survey produced 
insightful findings, other parameters worth exploring would be family size, income, ethnicity, 
immigration status, effect of the COVID-19 pandemic, and urban versus rural living. It would be 
interesting to split age groups to investigate home cooking trends based on generations. 

This study’s findings has a potential value for restaurants, food-policy makers, and 


publishing and marketing companies with an interest in cooking recipes. 
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Appendix A: Survey Questionnaire 


Welcome to this study on how cooks assess recipes. You will be asked about your cooking 
habits, what components of recipes you like and dislike, and some basic background information 
about yourself. There are no right or wrong answers to these questions - we are just interested in 
learning your opinions and perceptions. Your answers are confidential and anonymous. 
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How much do you like cooking? 
Please answer the question below using the I to 7 scale, 1 being “not at all” and 7 “very much.” 


How many days per week do you cook? 
Please answer the question below using the I to 7 scale, 1 being “not at all” and 7 “very much.” 


Which format of recipe do you use most often? 
- Cookbook 
- Family recipe 
- Magazine 
- Professional recipe website 
- Blog 
- App 
- Something else 


When selecting a recipe, which of these factors do you consider most important? 
Please select one. 

- Dish name 

- Dietary considerations (e.g., vegetarian, gluten-free, dairy-free) 

- Ingredients 

- Difficulty 

- Preparation time 

- Cook time 

- Photograph(s) of the dish 

- Calories 

- Something else 


When selecting a recipe, which of these factors do you consider /east important? 
Please select one. 

- Dish name 

- Dietary considerations (e.g., vegetarian, gluten-free, dairy-free) 

- Ingredients 

- Difficulty 

- Preparation time 

- Cook time 

- Photograph(s) of the dish 

- Calories 

- Something else 


Does the specified cooking time influence your decision to try a new recipe? 
Please answer the question below using the I to 7 scale, 1 being “not at all” and 7 “very much.” 


How important are a recipe’s pictures to you? 
Please answer the question below using the I to 7 scale, 1 being “not at all” and 7 “very much.” 
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Is it important that the recipe includes a story about the dish? 
Please answer the question using I to 7 scale, I being “not at all” and 7 “very much.” 


Does the lengths of the recipe’s text matter? 
Yes or No. 


Do you prefer recipes written by: 
Please select one: 

- Professional recipe developers 

- Bloggers 

- Chefs 

- Family members/friends 

- Something else 

- Doesn’t matter 


Briefly describe, in 1-2 lines, how you determine a recipe is good (before you cook it). 


Would you describe yourself as someone who: 
Please select one: 

- Cooks at home 

- Isa professional chef 

- Works in the food industry 

- None of the above 


Who do you primarily cook for: 
Please select one: 

- Children 

- Family 

- Partner 

- Yourself 

- None of the above 


Please select the gender you most identify with: 
- Male 
- Female 
- Non-binary/gender non-conforming 
- Prefer not to say 


Please select your age category: 
- Under 18 
- 18-30 
- 30-45 
- 45-60 
- Over 60 


Please identify the ethnicity you most identify with: 
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- Asian 

- Native American/First Nation 
- Black/African American\ 

- Pacific Islander 

- White 

- Hispanic/Lation(o/a)/Latinix 
- Another race 

- Prefer not to respond 


Please select the name of the person who forwarded you this survey link. 
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